Recollection of Middle and High School Years: The Effect of Parental Involvement on College Students’ Motivation by Hill, Ericka
 
 
29 
 
Recollection of Middle and High School Years: The Effect of 
Parental Involvement on College Students’ Motivation 
Ericka Hill: McNair Scholar 
Dr. Jennifer Weaver: Mentor 
Psychology 
Abstract 
Empirical studies suggest a link between parental involvement and their child’s motivation in elementary, middle 
and high school. Considering the large body of research on this topic in younger age groups, my project focuses on 
whether parental factors still influence students’ academic motivation in college. Students from various majors, 
attending a university in the northwestern region of the United States, completed a questionnaire concerning their 
parents’ level of involvement during their middle and high school years, as well as during their college education. 
The questionnaire consisted of multiple scales focusing on the student’s perceptions of their academic competence 
and their perceptions of their autonomy within academia. Students were also asked about their perceptions of their 
parents’ attitudes toward their present and future educational achievements and reasoning for attending college. 
Contrary to other studies, intrinsic motivation was not related to encouragement however, was related to perception 
of intelligence. Surprisingly, both encouragement and perceptions of intelligence was related to extrinsic motivation. 
Both intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation were related to high perceptions of autonomy and perceived 
competence 
Introduction 
At all educational levels, motivation is recognized as an important component in predicting students’ 
academic achievement and persistence through academics (Casillas, et. al., 2012; Mitchell, 2012). However, 
TeWang and Eccles (2012) study shows a decrease in students’ motivation to learn as they enter middle and high 
school years. 
A theory that focuses on three different forms of motivation and examines how the context can promote or 
thwart the different forms is the self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). The main distinction in SDT is the 
difference between autonomous behavior and controlled behavior. Under these two behaviors lies a continuum 
varying in intrinsic motivation, doing an activity for self-pleasure (Mitchell, 2012), extrinsic motivation, doing an 
activity due to external reasons (Mitchell, 2012), and amotivation, lacking motivation for the activity overall 
(Mitchell, 2012). According to SDT, the motivational style is influenced by the factors in the environment that 
affects the individual’s self-perception of their competence and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Mitchell, 2012). 
An environment that provides support for the development of competence and autonomy is fundamental in 
enhancing intrinsic motivation within an individual. Grolnick, Deci, and Ryan (1997) reported that parents who 
support their children’s autonomy have children who are more intrinsically motivated. Furthermore, when students 
believe their parents value effort and academic success they have a higher perceived academic competence 
(Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 2005). 
Many educational professionals have examined social and cultural factors that influence students’ 
motivation to learn and achieve in school (Lepper, Corpus, & Iyengar, 2005; Pomerantz & Dong, 2006; Kinlaw & 
Kurtz-Costes, 2007; Yamamoto & Holloway, 2010). These studies have observed that students can be influenced to 
do an activity related to their education in a variety of ways, including external rewards (grades, money, etc.) and 
verbal rewards (encouragements, praise, threats, etc.). While teachers, peers, and parents all have an impact on the 
students’ motivation to learn (Wentzel, 1998), scholars have been interested in examining how the involvement of 
parents impact children’s motivation in school. In a study conducted by Ames et al. (1993) students’ intrinsic 
motivation was more positive when children witnessed their parents’ involvement in their education. 
Parental involvement has been studied in both the school environment and home environment. The 
measures examining parental involvement in the school has differed across studies and has included such aspects as 
the amount of time parents volunteer in schools (Okpala et al., 2001) and attending open-houses or being a part of 
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parent school board organizations (Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 2005). Measures examining parental involvement in the 
home environment has also differed across studies, including, parent-child communication regarding educational 
issues (Keith et al., 1986; Yamamoto & Holloway, 2010) and parents doing school-related activities in the home 
(Shumow & Miller, 2001). After examining the effects of parental involvement in and out of the educational 
environment, it was concluded that parental involvement in school and out of school may be related to student 
motivation differently (Marchant et al., 2001; Shumow & Miller, 2001; Shernoff and Schmidt, 2008). In fact, most 
recently Robinson & Harris (2014) noted that the involvement that is rarely seen by teachers and other professional 
staff is related to having a greater impact on the child’s educational achievement and motivation in school in 
comparison to physical involvement in the educational setting. Shumow and Miller (2001) found the same results 
when examining the differences in the effects of both school-involvement and home-involvement.  
While examining both types of parental involvement would be beneficial, the present study focuses on the 
effects of parental involvement outside of the school environment; the involvement that is not observable by 
teachers and other educational professionals (Goldstein, 2014). The study of parental involvement outside of school 
has varied widely, from how parents assist with homework (Ginberg & Bronstein, 1993) to parent-child 
communication of educational values and beliefs (Gonzalez-DeHass, 20005). The present study focuses on how 
parents communicate educational values with their children during adolescence through emerging adulthood. 
Parental involvement in the home environment has been found to affect students’ achievement-related 
beliefs, including their perceived competence and aspirations regarding academic achievement (Grolnick & 
Slowiaczek, 1994). Steinberg and colleagues (1992) state that involvement is even more beneficial when it allows 
for a degree of autonomy on the part of the child. By encouraging their children to grow their knowledge base and 
supporting independent learning, parents can help facilitate their child’s desire to learn new values and beliefs, 
assimilate them, and in turn achieve higher motivation in school. Gaining children’s interest to learn in early 
childhood, with the support of parental involvement in the home environment can help increase the intrinsic 
motivation and/or the internalization of values in students. This, in turn, may help develop and broaden the academic 
aspirations of students and perhaps increase their desire to earn a college degree.  
The purpose of the present study was to examine the parental factors that influence college students’ 
academic motivation. In this study, the definition of parental involvement includes parent’s perception of their 
child’s intelligence and parental encouragement of school-related activities. Students were asked to recall their 
parents’ involvement or lack of involvement in their middle school years, their high school years, and their college 
years. While SDT consists of three motivational styles, this study only focuses on the intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivational orientations. In order to assess the students’ intrinsic or extrinsic motivation they were asked to 
complete a questionnaire regarding their reasons for attending college. Since having a sense of autonomy and 
perceiving oneself as competent is associated with increasing both intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation, two 
scales were also used to examine the students’ sense of autonomy and competence in regards to education. 
Considering the large body of research examining parental involvement in their child’s education, this study 
hypothesizes that (a) high levels of parental involvement (encouragement and perceptions of intelligence) will be 
positively associated with intrinsic motivation and not associated with extrinsic motivation and (b) the association 
between intrinsic motivation, autonomy and perceived competence will be stronger than the observed association 
between extrinsic motivation, autonomy and perceived competence.  
Method 
Participants 
Five hundred and seven college students enrolled in a college course at Boise State University, participated 
in this survey. The ages ranged between 17 and 53 years old. Approximately 60.7% were freshman, 22.4% 
sophomores, 12.8% juniors, 3.3% seniors, and .8% of another college classification.  The sample was 83% 
White/Caucasian, 8.2% Hispanic/Latino, 3.7% Asian American/Pacific Islander, 3.1% other or mixed ethnicity, 
1.4% African American, and .6% Native American/Alaska Native.  A minority of the students were psychology 
majors 11.8%. Participants were treated in accord with APA ethical guidelines (American Psychological 
Association, 2010). 
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Measures  
Academic Motivation Scale. The Academic Motivation Scale (Vallerand, Blais, & Briere, 1989) consists of 28 
items, each rated on a 7-point scale, 1=Does not correspond at all to 7= Corresponds exactly, with 3 subgroups 
examining intrinsic (e.g. “I go to college because with because I experience pleasure and satisfaction while learning 
new things”), and extrinsic (e.g. “I go to college because with only a high-school degree I would not find a high-
paying job later on”). To calculate an individual score on AMS, the mean of each individual subscales are computed. 
A high score on either subscale indicates high levels for that type of motivation.   
 
Perceived autonomy in various life domains scale. The Perceived Autonomy in Various Life Domains 
Scale (Blais & Vallerand, 1991) consist of 16 items, each rated on a 7-point scale, 1=Do not agree to 7=Strongly 
agree, with half being reverse scored. The scale focuses on four life domains; leisure, interpersonal relationships, 
academia, and life in general. For the purpose of this study, the researcher only used four items from the entire scale. 
Since the focus of this study is to examine the effects on school motivation all of the other domains are not 
applicable. The items used in this study addressed the students’ perceived autonomy within the academic domain. 
Example items include: “I go to school out of personal choice,” “I have to push myself (or be pushed by someone) 
in order to go to school,” “At school, I feel as if I were in jail,” and “I feel obligated to go to school.” Of the four 
items, three needed to be reverse scored. To find the total score, the mean for the academia scale was computed, 
with a high score exhibiting a feeling of autonomy and control in the educational domain.   
 
Perception of competence in various life domains scale. The Perception of Competence in Various Life 
Domains Scale (Losier, Vallerand, & Blais, 1993) consist of 16 items, each rated on a 7-point scale, 1=Not at all 
agree to 7=Very strongly agree, with 4 subgroups focusing on an individuals perceived competence within the 
domains of life in general, academia, interpersonal relationships, and leisurely activities. As with the perceived 
autonomy scale above, the researcher used four items from the perception of competence scale, due to the other 
items being non-applicable to this study. The four items used focused on the students’ perceived competence within 
the academic domain. Example items include: “I have developed very good abilities as a student,” “In general, I 
have difficulty doing my school work well,” “I do not believe I am a very efficient student,” and “Overall, I believe 
I am a good student.” Two of the four items within this domain were reverse scored. To find the total score, the 
mean for the academia scale was computed, with a high score exhibiting higher feelings of efficacy and competence 
in the educational domain.  
 
Parental attitudes toward education and achievement. In order to examine past parental involvement, 
students completed twenty-four items concerning both maternal and paternal involvement in middle school, high 
school, and college. The items questioned the perceptions they have regarding their parents’ attitude toward their 
present and future educational achievements and intelligence. When placing these items in a factor analysis, two 
factors resulted: encouragement (i.e. “How often did your mother/father encourage you to do better in middle 
school?”), and perceptions of intelligence (i.e. “My mother/father stressed intelligence in school”). The factor 
loadings, encouragement and perceptions of intelligence, can be seen in Tables 2 and 3. 
Procedures 
The participants in the study were enrolled in an undergraduate psychology course. These participants 
completed the survey on their own time, via an online survey, with a completion estimated to be about 30 minutes. 
The survey was composed of a variety of scales, multiple items formulated and analyzed by the researcher, as well 
as various demographic items.  
Results 
The main variables in this study consisted of parental involvement and motivation. The independent 
variable, parental involvement, includes parental perception of the child’s intelligence as well as encouraging 
intelligence and performance in school. The dependent variables are intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. 
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An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical testing in this study. While 507 students signed up to participate in 
this study, about 97% fully completed the survey. The descriptive statistics can be seen in Table 1.   
High levels of parental involvement (encouragement) was not associated with intrinsic motivation in 
college r(491)=.07, p=.134. However, high levels of parental involvement (perception of intelligence) was 
associated with intrinsic motivation in college r(493)=.12, p=.008. Contrary to the original hypothesis, parental 
involvement (encouragement and perceptions of intelligence) was associated with extrinsic motivation in college 
r(491)=.21, p<.001 and r(493)=.33, p<.001.  
Secondly, it was hypothesized that the association between intrinsic motivation, autonomy, and perceived 
competence will be stronger than the observed association between extrinsic motivation, autonomy, and 
competence. Correlation tests indicated that intrinsic motivation and autonomy were positively correlated, 
r(489)=.27, p <.01 as was the correlation between intrinsic motivation and competence, r(490)=.28, p<.01. Extrinsic 
motivation was also positively associated with autonomy, r(489)=.12, p=.007 and perceived competence, 
r(490)=.24, p<.01. A z-test indicated that the association between intrinsic motivation and autonomy was stronger 
than the association between extrinsic motivation and autonomy (z=2.44, p=.01). However, the association between 
intrinsic motivation and perceived competence was no stronger than the association between extrinsic motivation 
and perceived competence (z=.67, p=.50).  
Discussion 
The purpose of this study was to examine whether parental factors influence students’ academic motivation 
in college. As identified in previous studies, the type of parental involvement is important to define when examining 
its effect on student motivation and achievement in school. Different types of involvement can impact the child in 
different ways.   
The first hypothesis predicted that high levels of parental involvement (encouragement and perceptions of 
intelligence) will associate with intrinsic motivation and will not associate with extrinsic motivation. This statement 
proves to be half true. Surprisingly intrinsic motivation was only linked to perception of intelligence and not to 
encouragement. On the other hand both types of parental involvement linked to extrinsic motivation in school.  
Parental involvement can be seen in the school and home environment and according to previous research 
the distinction between the two can predict different motivational outcomes (Shumow & Miller, 2001; Gonzalez-
DeHass et al., 2005; Goldstein, 2014). For example, in Shumow and Miller’s (2001) study parental involvement 
within the home environment was related to the child’s motivational orientation while the child’s motivational 
orientation was not related to parental involvement in the school environment. Interestingly, Ginsburg and Bronstein 
(1993) found that when parents monitored, enforced, and helped with homework the students were more 
extrinsically motivated. While this example of parental involvement seems to negatively affect students, other forms 
of parental involvement can affect student’s motivation positively. In fact, Gonzalez-DeHass and colleagues (2005), 
mention that the physical displays of parental involvement in the educational settings might not be the type of 
involvement educational professionals should be focusing on. Instead, educational professionals should focus on the 
involvement that is not directly viewed by the teacher, but instead takes place in the home (Goldstein, 2014).  
The second hypothesis tested, found that intrinsically motivated students displayed higher levels of 
autonomy and perceived competence compared to extrinsically motivated students.  
Students’ level of intrinsic motivation was associated with greater perceptions of intelligence but not 
associated with encouragement. Consistent with previous research, intrinsic motivation was linked to autonomy and 
perceived competence. Parents who were more involvement in their child’s education resulted in their children 
being intrinsically motivated in the academic domain (Ames et al., 1993; Ryan & Deci, 2000a; Gonzalez-DeHass et 
al., 2005). As mentioned earlier, intrinsic motivation increases in an individual when autonomy and competence, are 
supported and promoted by the environment (Deci & Ryan 2008). To fully enjoy an activity an individual must have 
the freedom to do the task (autonomy) and feel they have the ability to accomplish the task (competence). In a study 
done by Fan, Williams, & Wolters, (2012) parents who held higher academic aspirations had children who were 
more intrinsically motivated in school. Grolnick et al. (1991) reported that when parents were involved, the students 
were more likely to recognize who controls their educational outcomes, have better feelings about their educational 
abilities, and display more autonomous behaviors. Having a supportive environment allows the student to feel 
comfortable and capable of achieving the task (Stiller & Ryan, 1992; Steinberg et al., 1992).    
The interesting results indicating that students with extrinsic motivation in college relating to autonomy and 
perceived competence in the academic domain could be justified by examining “the extent to which the regulation to 
perform the activity is autonomous” (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). According to SDT, extrinsic motivation is on a 
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continuum, having four different regulations influencing the individual to perform an activity. The four regulations 
include; integrated regulation (i.e. regulations that are evaluated and assimilated with other personal values), 
identification regulation (i.e. conscious, personal acceptance of a value), introjected regulation (i.e. intrapersonally 
controlled, taking in value but not fully accepting it), and external regulation (i.e. interpersonally controlled, 
participating in an activity to satisfy external reasons) (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Parents’ who 
support their child’s autonomy by allowing their child to transform and internalize the values into their own, results 
in an increase in students autonomous behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2000a; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989) and an increase in 
the students’ perceived academic competence (Ames et al., 1993; Marchant et al., 2001; Gonzalez-DeHass, 2005; 
NICHD, 2008). When students perceive their parents’ value academic success, students have a higher perceived 
competence and set their priorities higher for their ability, effort, and grades in school (Gonzalez-DeHass et al., 
2005).  
As with every study, it is important to consider the limitations and shortcomings. First the present study 
was examined from one perspective, the students. It is important for the reader to understand that the results reflect 
college students’ perceptions of involvement rather than parental perceptions of involvement. Acquiring data from 
only one perspective may result in inaccurate information (Ashcraft, 2012, pg.  ). Gathering information from other 
sources of data such as parents, teachers, and other relevant individuals would help strengthen the significance of the 
results.   
Second, since parental involvement in the home environment was the only type of involvement examined 
in this study, it is important to note that there are other ways parents can become involved in their child’s education 
(e.g. volunteering in the schools, being a part of the parent teacher organization, and attending open house). While 
this study focused on encouragement and perception of intelligence, investigating other types of school involvement 
would benefit future research. However, considering Robinson and Harris’ new findings, Goldstein (2014) notes a 
focus on the involvement outside the school setting might be the best way to understand the effects of parental 
involvement on student achievement and motivation in school.  
Lastly, considering the demographics of this sample, being 83% white, another study conducted with a 
more diverse population may change the significance of this present study. Stevens (2006) states that even though 
Hispanic students fail to perform better than their white classmates, they still have higher intrinsic motivation in 
school compared to their white peers. Examining the differences and similarities between parental involvement and 
the students’ educational outcomes is important information for educational professionals to know.  
In conclusion, students who exhibited intrinsic motivation did not associate with high levels of 
encouragement but was associated with high levels of perception of intelligence. As hypothesized intrinsic 
motivation associated with students having a sense of autonomy and perceived competence. Contrary to the 
hypothesis, extrinsic motivation was related to both encouragement and perception of intelligence. These findings 
suggest that the type of involvement examined does in fact affect the students’ motivation in school differently.  
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Appendix 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics for parental involvement effects on motivation data survey (N=507) 
Scale                                                                                                       N         %        M(SD) 
 
Academic Motivation Scale 
        
      Intrinsic motivation          493       4.37(1.29) 
 
      Extrinsic motivation                      494       5.76(.96) 
 
Perceived Autonomy Scale         489       4.80(.92) 
 
Perception of Competence          490       5.27(1.15) 
 
Parental Attitudes toward Education and Achievement 
  
        Encouragement          494       4.74(1.03) 
 
        Perception of intelligence         496       4.95(.80) 
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Table2. Items and factor loadings for maternal attitudes toward education and achievement 
                                                                                                                       Loadings 
 
                                                                                                                      Factor 1:                      Factor 2:                 
                                                                                                                 encouragement        perception of intelligence         
                                                                                                                                                     
Mother 
 
How often did your mother encourage you to                           
        do better in middle school?                                                                         .849                              .182                         
 
How often did your mother encourage you to                          
        do better in high school?                                                                             .880                              .201                         
 
How often does your mother encourage you to  
        do better in college?                                                                                    .788                              .212                         
 
My mother encouraged me to do better in my  
        school work in middle school.                                                                    .834                              .240                        
 
My mother encouraged me to do better in my  
        school work in high school.                                                                        .877                              .228                         
 
My mother encourages me to do better in my  
        school work in college.                                                                               .810                              .277                         
 
My mother stressed school performance prior to  
        college.                                                                                                       .590                              .534   
 
 How often did your mother stress intelligence in  
        school?                                                                                                       .481                              .611                         
                      
My mother stressed intelligence in school.                                                        .458                             .635                        
 
How often did your mother tell you it was important  
        for you to get your education?                                                                   .461                              .534                         
 
How often did your mother tell you that you  
        were smart/intelligent?                                                                              .194                               .768                         
 
My mother thought I was smart/intelligent.                                                     -.030                               .770                         
 
 
 
                                                              Eigenvalue                                     6.74                             1.37                 
                                                            % of Total Variance                            56.17                           11.40 
                                                                  Total Variance                                                                   67.57% 
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Table3. Items and factor loadings for paternal attitudes toward education and achievement 
                                                                                                                                   Loadings 
 
                                                                                                                           Factor 1:                     Factor 2:                 
                                                                                                                    encouragement     perception of intelligence          
                                                                                                                                                        
 
Father 
 
How often did your father encourage you to      
         do better in middle school?                                                                         .812                             .254                         
 
How often did your father encourage you to  
         do better in high school?                                                                             .843                             .336                         
 
How often does your father encourage you to 
         do better in college?                                                                                    .762                             .314                         
 
My father encouraged me to do better in my  
         school work in middle school.                                                                     .786                             .231                         
 
My father encouraged me to do better in my  
         school work in high school.                                                                         .842                             .325                         
 
My father encourages me to do better in my  
         school work in college.                                                                                .791                             .268                         
 
My father stressed school performance prior to  
            college.                                                                                                      .583                            .558    
 
How often did your father stress intelligence in  
         school?                                                                                                         .572                            .627                         
                       
My father stressed intelligence in school.                                                             .444                            .661                         
 
How often did your father tell you it was important  
           for you to get your education?                                                                     .491                          .639                         
 
How often did your father tell you that you  
           were smart/intelligent?                                                                                 .228                         .819                          
 
My father thought I was smart/intelligent.                                                              .130                         .811                          
 
 
 
                                                                   Eigenvalue                                           7.33                         1.14 
                                                           % of Total Variance                                   61.06                         9.46 
                                                                  Total Variance                                                                     70.52% 
